This paper explores the geopolitical overlay that is shaping dynamic hydropolitical interactions of the Harirud River Basin, which is a basin that spans Afghanistan, Iran and Turkmenistan. This paper argues that the control and capture of water resources are not solely for economic development but rather for geopolitical reasons that serve the security interests of the actors involved, particularly outside-basin powers like the US and India. The Afghan Government similarly views dams as symbols of nation-building and a way of staying in power. In the absence of a lasting trilateral agreement, the existing nature of the geopolitical dynamics of the basin has led upstream Afghanistan and downstream Iran and Turkmenistan to unilaterally establish their rights to control the "rules of the game". This paper suggests that sustainable solutions will not be reached unless the geopolitical nature of the basin and outside interventions can center on a normative understanding of the regional interests, identities, and commonalities of all the riparian states.
Introduction
Hydropolitical studies 1 have resulted in different ideas and contested beliefs about the relation of politics and water resources among academics and politicians. While some argue for water conflict management through a functionalist institutional approach (e.g. Sadoff and Grey 2002; Alam 2002; De Stefano et al. 2010 ), a growing group of scholars have 1 3 sought to underscore and theorize the complex political nature of water development (e.g. Zeitoun and Warner 2006; Castro 2007; Aggestam and Sundell-Eklund 2014; Krampe 2017) . Over the last few decades, growing attention to environmental issues within the political agenda has led to an increased "discursive construction of [these] particular issues as security threat [s] " (Hussein and Grandi 2017: 797) . The move to "securitization," which demands "extraordinary measures in order to deal with that specific challenge," ultimately results in "depoliticization" since it represents "a failure to deal with issues of normal politics" (Hussein and Grandi 2017: 797) . Depoliticization is "silencing alternative voices and visions, and prioritizing the 'neutrality' of technical and managerial 'objective' strategies" (ibid.). Depoliticization has resulted in a partial interpretation of the complexity of water development politics. A deeper and more critical theoretical understanding of the linkages between water development and its underlying politics is needed. Expanding the focus of this research by closely examining the geopolitical history of water provides a more comprehensive approach as it illustrates the political dimensions and the complex interactions of transboundary waters.
This article highlights the geopolitical overlay of the hydropolitics of the Harirud River Basin (HRB), which is shared by Afghanistan, Iran and Turkmenistan. The HRB is divided by political borders, with asymmetric and interdependent socio-economic relations between the riparian states, and is associated with non-integrated management and noncooperation. The unilateral utilization of the HRB by these three riparian states (upstream Afghanistan and downstream Iran and Turkmenistan), without entirely respecting all water rights in the basin, is a cause for concern for the future of the whole region. The principles of "Equitable and Reasonable Utilization" along with "No Harm Obligation" (the main concepts indicated in Articles 5 and 7 of the 1997 UN Watercourses Convention), and of Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM), are ignored. In this regard, individual dam development as a hydraulic measure to control water resources is becoming a critical issue faced by the riparian states in question.
Taking a wider perspective extending beyond water issues, Afghanistan is historically a classic example of development and conflict within international and regional geopolitical competitions (Cullather 2002a) . Afghanistan has been a buffer state for superpowers with security interests in the region during both colonial and post-colonial periods. The geopolitical competition for security in Afghanistan has been referred to as the Great Game, or the strategic rivalry and confrontation between superpowers, namely the British and Russian Empires and later the US versus the Soviet Union, as well as regional powers like India and Pakistan. As will be discussed later, these superpowers have pursued different strategies for ruling Afghanistan and controlling territory for their own security and geopolitical interests. One strategy has been to secure control of water resources. Thus, water (development) has profoundly shaped geopolitical dynamics in Afghanistan.
Many scholars have studied the hydropolitics of Central Asia and particularly the Aral Sea basin (see Smith 1995; O'Hara 2000; Wegerich 2008; Dukhovny and Sokolov 2003, 2011) . However, there are very few specific studies of the hydropolitics of the HRB as a part of the Aral Sea basin (Sinaee 2012; Thomas and Warner 2015; Kamran et al. 2017) . Partly because of this dearth of studies, the complexity of the basin's geopolitical dynamics has not been properly addressed. For example, Thomas and Warner (2015) explored the nexus between power and transboundary water interactions in the HRB. Yet, their analysis deemphasized political influences on this volatile region; the complexity of geopolitical interactions requires more nuanced investigations. For instance, the authors point out that Iran may stand to benefit from causing delays to and driving up the cost of the project (Thomas and Warner 2015: 13) . However, this argument could be questioned in light of the region's geopolitical complexities. The geopolitical nature of the basin and the role of external actors arguably make stability in Afghanistan a high priority for Iran and Turkmenistan. Thus, despite the development of a dam in Afghanistan potentially being a major concern for Iran and Turkmenistan, the stabilization of Afghanistan through its development could, in fact, provide a compelling reason for Iran and Turkmenistan to support dam development. This motive could be further justified by the high socio-economic interdependency of these countries.
Given the region's water scarcity and geopolitical importance, we propose that a better understanding of the situation can be reached by considering Afghanistan, Iran and Turkmenistan as a "hydropolitical security complex". Schulz (1995) introduced this notion as "a set of states that are geographically part owners and technical users of a water body, and that consider that water body to be a major national security issue". The (neorealist) concept of a hydropolitical security complex was taken up by, among others, Tony Turton, for hydropolitics in the Southern Africa region. Applying this concept to the EuphratesTigris Basin, Warner (2008: 277) highlighted the overlay of global political games and argued that "a change in the hegemonic relationships with respect to the global governance of water has ripple effects in the region". The present paper continues this line of thought. Through an analysis of the geopolitical interests of external actors (mainly outside the basin) in the context of the Great Game and the framework of critical hydropolitics, this paper aims to address the following questions, which are of growing interest among scholars and researchers of water politics: How can dam development influence the geopolitics of the region in the post-conflict period? Are any other out-of-basin interests (re)shaping the hydropolitical relationships in the riparian states?
To better understand the political perspectives, interests, policies and strategies of the key parties concerned with the basin, discourse analysis can help explain the nature of transboundary water interactions and power struggles among the riparian states. A comparative approach is used to analyze several media sources (e.g. TV programs, online news websites and newspapers) alongside reports and headlines in press releases from international, Afghan (only in Dari-Farsi and English) and Iranian (in Farsi and English) sources during the last decade. We closely examined the political affiliation of these sources to critically evaluate their discourses and narratives. This examination was achieved by analyzing the patterns of argumentation, searching for the dominant agenda, and studying words and phrases in political linguistic terms in order to find a paradigm that shapes the basin actors' and key policy makers' positions. Data from 2004, when the Doosti Dam was opened, to 2017, was collected and analyzed, with a particular focus on years when notable events occurred, such as in 2016 when the Salma Dam was opened.
This article concludes by arguing that the control and capture of water resources in the HRB do not serve economic development interests alone but also more broadly represent the geopolitical interests of the concerned parties, particularly those of the out-of-basin actors. Water is highly politicized under the conditions of the Great Game. Therefore, external actors' strategies involve principally controlling water resources for their own interests and ignoring the basin's integrated approach for serving all riparian states' water demand. These strategies ultimately threaten the process of peace-building in Afghanistan and the creation of a mutual understanding between the riparian states along the basin. Taking into consideration that a dam, in and of itself, can provide its owner with the political and legal power to strengthen its position in future negotiations over water allocation with downstream-ers, this study, nevertheless, notes that dams are also seen by the Afghan government as a sign of nation-building and means of staying in power. In the absence of trilateral negotiations and agreements, and in light of the nature of the Great Game, Afghanistan, on the one hand, and Iran and Turkmenistan, on the other, have sought to unilaterally establish their rights to access water and to control the rules of the game by changing the existing asymmetric power relations.
This article comprises five sections. Section 2 conceptualizes water politics and development. The article then sketches the hydrological and socio-economic context of the HRB and its main characteristics (Sect. 3) before explaining the institutional history of transboundary water interactions in the basin (Sect. 3.1). Through a critical hydropolitical analysis, the penultimate section considers the geopolitics of water in Afghanistan (Sect. 4). Finally, Sect. 5 addresses how parties' interpretations of water politics influence the hydropolitical relationships of the HRB and how external powers' strategies thwart both the peace-building process in Afghanistan and the creation of a mutual understanding in the basin.
2 Theorizing the geopolitics of water: transboundary water interaction through functionalism or realism?
Since the 1990s, a controversial debate has arisen in the realm of hydropolitics concerning the conflict-cooperation dichotomy of transboundary waters, with two main groups that focus on either war or peace (Warner 2012) . The first group, whose ideas mainly derive from neo-Malthusian and neorealist theories, believes that the scarcity of water in unstable political conditions leads to armed conflict, or "water wars" (Cooley 1984; Westing 1986; Starr 1991; Gleick 1994; Remans 1995; De Villiers 2000; PressTV, 11 June 2017; Felix and May 2018) . The second group, being more optimistic in their outlook, introduced the idea of "water for peace". After having contemplated historical conflicts and theoretical approaches, they believe that water and its specific characteristics hold the potential for regional and international cooperation of shared water resources (Wolf 1998; Grey 2002, 2005; Phillips et al. 2006; Wolf 2007; Gerlak et al. 2009 ). Wolf (1998: 261) , in his pioneering historical study, asserted that "war over water is neither strategically rational, hydrographically effective nor economically viable". Since then, many studies have sought to show how technological and diplomatic efforts in areas concerning the low politics of water scarcity could lead to cooperation rather than conflict (Sadoff and Grey 2002; Alam 2002; Dinar 2006; De Stefano et al. 2010 ). Dolatyar and Gray (2000) concluded that mutual interests have resulted in increased instances of cooperation with regard to water scarcity. These discourses on water cooperation and peace-building originated from functionalist theory and arose in parallel with the liberal peace-building paradigm, which has blossomed since the end of the Cold War (Aggestam and Sundell-Eklund 2014) . The functionalist theory underlines the possibility of fostering cooperation and trust-building, beginning in areas of low politics and spreading to matters of high politics. Further stressed is the importance of depoliticizing the disputed issues and working, first and foremost, toward cooperation on technical issues and the sharing of scientific knowledge (Jägerskog 2009 ). Cooperation on depoliticized issues as the independent variable could positively influence dependent variables like trust, certainty and confidence among the hostile actors (Jägerskog 2009; Krampe 2017) . Likewise, recent studies have focused on the intra-state level and have illustrated the significance of the impacts of local discourses and identities on transboundary water interactions (Krampe 2017) . It has been contended, however, that focusing on water war or water peace lacks nuance and a critical understanding of hydropolitical dynamics (Warner 2012; Warner et al. 2017 ). An alternative conceptual framework on hydro-hegemony and counter-hegemony, in which power is essential to influence states' behavior, was introduced in the 2000s to critically unpack the hydropolitical context of transboundary water interaction. This paper is grounded on this line of theory, as will be explained in the next section. Moreover, it is necessary to understand the geopolitical challenges, tensions, beliefs and historical interpretations of the different parties involved, which have a reciprocal relationship with transboundary water interactions, in order to develop a theoretical understanding of the significance of hydropolitics in the basin.
Water geopolitics and transboundary power relations
Some academics argue that politics not only influence water-related processes but also that any activity related to water resources influences politics (Savenije and Van der Zaag 2000; Swyngedouw 2009 ). Swyngedouw (1999 Swyngedouw ( , 2009 ) argues that any social or physical environmental activity, such as dam construction, may benefit some people but negatively affects social and physical conditions for others. Thus, socio-environmental change leads to a degree of political instability in a society (Swyngedouw 2009 ). Swyngedouw remarks that "the mobilization of water (through dams, canals, pipes, and the like) for different uses in different places is a conflict-ridden process… and shows how social power is distributed in a given society " (2009: 57) . In other words, any hydro-social configuration results from hegemonic political, social and cultural conditions (Swyngedouw 2009 ). Thus, political power is recognized by some scholars as a major influence on the outcome of transboundary water relations among riparian states (Waterbury 1979; Allan and Allan 2002; Zeitoun and Warner 2006; Cascão 2009 ); as Swyngedouw (2009: 58) puts it, "when two equal rights meet, power decides".
In contrast to the dilemma of conflict-cooperation discourses, Mirumachi and Allan (2007) have argued that conflict and cooperation are co-existent. These authors emphasize that "considering conflict and cooperation as opposing concepts misleadingly simplifies the complexity of interactions" (2007: 4). Considering conflict and cooperation separately on a single axis (as in Yoffe et al. 2003 ) leads one to overlook significant political aspects. For instance, in the case of Palestine and Israel, or Ethiopia and Egypt, both riparians cooperate on data-sharing, bound by a treaty, while political tensions, which are somehow excluded from discussions, arise from transboundary water interactions (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008; Cascão 2009 ). Accordingly, Mirumachi and Allan (2007) recognize the co-existence of conflict and cooperation through a political process and introduce the concept of transboundary water interactions, which they define as the co-existence of conflict and cooperation within a political process, whereby power is the main determinant factor (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008) . On this basis, they developed the framework of hydrohegemony to analyze power relations among the riparian states and the impact of these relations on the control of water resources. Among many different definitions of power, Zeitoun and Warner (2006) see power as multi-dimensional. Power not only relates to the visible, material capabilities of actors, such as their economic or military capacity, but also concerns the less visible, non-material capabilities of actors, including their ability to influence ideas, discourses, knowledge and institutions. Thus, power is understood as "emerging from social [and political] processes rather than taken for granted in the form of accumulated material capabilities" (Cox 1981: 105) .
This power is not evenly distributed among the states and actors, which creates asymmetric power relations. The asymmetric distribution of power influences water interactions and, in particular, water allocation. Asymmetrical power greatly contributes to shaping the water flow regime among all riparian states and identifying who gets water and how much (Allan and Allan 2002; Zeitoun and Warner 2006) . Therefore, each riparian state struggles to gain power and, accordingly, the capability to control water resources for their own benefit. In one sense, riparian states seek to take measures and strategies to control water resources. Among these various strategies 2 is the resource capture strategy, which, in this case study, is used to create "facts on the ground" and refers to the technical and physical control of water resources through the construction of hydraulic infrastructures (e.g. dams and irrigation networks). Since dams themselves significantly contribute to controlling and governing a river, the geopolitics of transboundary rivers are affected by dam development. Accordingly, for transboundary water resources, riparians (or, in this study, external actors) also use dams as a way of controlling waters and, in turn, controlling hydropolitical relationships (Zeitoun and Warner 2006) . Thus, dam development directly or indirectly influences the "transboundary water interactions" among riparian states and, as we argue here, beyond this, affects other interests in the wider geopolitical sphere.
Over the last decade, substantial interdisciplinary studies have been conducted in the realm of critical hydropolitics to explore political interactions between riparian states and to examine the role of power, discourses and strategies in shaping transboundary water interactions and states' behavior in different river basins (e.g. Hussein 2016; Menga 2016; Hussein 2017; Warner et al. 2017; Zeitoun et al. 2017; Hanna and Allouche 2018) .
Authors, such as those cited above, have criticized functionalism for underestimating the role of politics within transboundary water interactions. This paper delves into the political history of water development and negotiations and argues that the increasingly politicized nature of water in Afghanistan has resulted from the (geo)political nature of the region and has been partially shaped by external powers' policies.
Politics of dam development
In January 1949, President Harry S. Truman "hit the jackpot of the world's political emotions" when he proposed a "bold new program… for the improvement… of under-development areas" (Cullather 2002b: 513) . Shifting from the colonial era to the post-colonial era, "development" and "modernization," as new concepts, became the heart of the new policies of global powers in "new independent states" (Ibid.). This thinking persuaded the leaders of these newly independent countries to "modernize" their governmental policies. Development was not simply the best but rather the almost unavoidable option; "there is only one-way traffic in time," as Jawaharlal Nehru of India observed (Ibid.: 513). Such development and modernity often manifested in dam projects, land reforms and planned cities (Ibid.). In this regard, a large-scale water project like the development of a dam was recognized "as a child of colonialism," or a way to reshape and reform the colonized states to control space, water and people and centralize the power (Cullather 2002b; Molle et al. 2009 ).
Controlling a river with dams is analogous to governing a group of people who have an interest in the water resources of that river (Kraak 2012) . This potential of ruling people has resulted in competition among the different stakeholders of a river to achieve the "hydraulic mission," 3 with which they can rule the other actors. The hydraulic mission, with the objective of ruling society, has become the rationale for dam development despite not necessarily being economical or beneficial to a particular society (Molle et al. 2009; Kraak 2012) . Indeed, dam development has often been used for political purposes.
In sum, hydraulic infrastructure is recognized as the ideological rationale for a form of economic development that affects political power relations in society (Swyngedouw 1999; Molle et al. 2009 ). Described by Molle et al. (2009) as "flows of water, flows of power," it has also been argued that dams are constructed due to (geo)politics rather than cost-benefit analyses (Swyngedouw 1999; Molle et al. 2009 ). For instance, Menga (2017) examines how the Ethiopian leadership constructed the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam based on its geopolitical perceptions (and we would add political opportunity as well, i.e. while the Egyptians were busy staging a revolution) of the Nile River. In this regard, studying the link between control over water resources, and in particular dam constructions, and its impact on the geopolitical nature of the transboundary river basin is critical.
With respect to this paper, in February 2011, the U.S. Senate Foreign Relations Committee published a report warning of the growing number of disputes over transboundary waters between Afghanistan and its neighboring countries due to Afghan dam development plans (CFC 2011) . In 2008, the Norwegian Institute of International Affairs similarly noted that the construction water infrastructure in Afghanistan on transboundary waters, in combination with the associated geopolitical rivalries, has been an important driver of disputes and insecurity in the region (NUPI 2008) . Acknowledging the importance of understanding the reasons behind these sentiments, this article aims to illustrate the geopolitical overlays of the basin's transboundary water interactions and development.
3 The Harirud River Basin: asymmetry, complexity, and interdependency in post-conflict water development I come from Afghanistan, a post-conflict country … As soon as we bring total peace to Afghanistan, our biggest problem would be water, because the water is scarce in our region. We are [an] upstream country…We have to generate job[s]; we have to put [in place] development programs; definitely this will affect the water in the area, in the volume of the water which will be flowing to the neighboring countries.
So said H.E. Enayatullah Nabiel 4 and, generally speaking, this quote epitomizes the context of this study.
The 1124 km-long Harirud River, with a total drainage area of approximately 112,000 km 2 , originates in Afghanistan (250 km west of Kabul). Around 70 km east of Herat, the river's major tributary, known as the Kabgan River, joins the Harirud River. Then, continuing west through the city of Herat, the river turns northwards to reach Iran and forms approximately 160 km of the political border between Afghanistan and Iran (Favre and Kamal 2004) . Later, the river provides around 170 km of the political border between Iran and Turkmenistan, 5 and finally it irrigates the Karakum desert in Turkmenistan (King and Sturtewagen 2010; FAO 2013) . There are also some other smaller tributaries on the HRB, like the rivers Karukh and Kashafrud in Afghanistan and Iran, respectively. The total annual water availability of the Harirud River is 1600 million cubic meters (MCM), of which 1070 MCM reaches the Iranian border (FAO 2009) . Since most of the water resources of the HRB originate in Afghanistan and the majority is used downstream, there is an asymmetric water resources balance in the basin. Figure 1 illustrates the geographical situation of the HRB.
Iran and Turkmenistan have been on a hydraulic mission since 2004, without Afghanistan's involvement, by building several dams and canals and expanding irrigation areas. The Doosti Dam, with a capacity of 1250 MCM, allows Iran and Turkmenistan to supply their water demands, including irrigation and drinking water (UNECE 2011). Growing water demand in Mashhad has led Iran to unilaterally construct a pipeline of more than 150 km in order to transfer water from the Harirud River (at Doosti Dam), which supplies over 50% of the city's total domestic water to Mashhad (ibid.). The population of Afghanistan is also dependent on this shared water resource. Afghanistan has only recently begun its hydraulic mission with the construction of the Salma Dam, which has a storage capacity of 633 MCM and which officially opened in June 2016 (BBC, June 4 2016). In addition, Afghanistan plans to construct two other dams (i.e. the Kabgan Dam and Pishdan Dam on the Kabgan tributary and the Karukh tributary, respectively). Upon completion of these dams, the total storage capacity in Afghanistan is expected to (Nagheeby 2014; Kamran et al. 2017) . The results show that the downstream water discharge is expected to dramatically decline, in the range of 30-80% based on differing scenarios, as a result of the construction of Salma Dam (Nagheeby 2014) . In addition, the Salma and Doosti dams, particularly in Turkmenistan, are anticipated to negatively impact downstream ecological conditions and foster resource over-utilization in both the upstream and downstream regions (ibid.). Along similar lines, Thomas and Warner (2015) and Peterson (2013) predicted that the distribution of water for downstream-ers could be considerably diminished as a consequence of the Salma Dam, the latter indicating that the Salma Dam would cut the flow of downstream waters by 73%.
Shared by the three riparian states of Afghanistan, Iran and Turkmenistan, the Harirud River reminds us of the rich history and culture of the Greater Khorasan. Looking at the history and cultural background of the basin, it narrates the story of the people living in cities like Balkh and Herat (now in Afghanistan), Tus, Nishapur and Serakhs (now in Iran), and Merv and Abiward (now in Turkmenistan). In this way, the Harirud River is not only a flow of water but also a flow of the histories, cultures, languages and religions of the people currently divided by borders. The Harirud River has been associated with the ancient Silk Road, a historical network of trade and cultural transmission that was central to the cultural interactions of the West and East (Elisseeff 2000) . There is significant potential for Iran's sphere of political influence to have an impact on Afghanistan. For instance, historically, there has been a high socio-economic interdependency between Afghanistan and Iran; a number of bilateral agreements related to economic and security issues have been signed by these countries. In addition, Iran is among Afghanistan's top five trading partners, and Iran hosts over two million Afghan refugees (CFC 2013). As noted by Milani (2006) , Iran was one of the leading contributors of the 2002 Afghanistan Recovery and Reconstruction Conference in Tokyo, committing US$560 million toward Afghanistan's reconstruction (around 12% of the total reconstruction assistance). In 2006, Iran subsequently offered a further US$100 million to support Afghanistan (BBC Persian, January 31 2006). Most of these Iranian investments involve infrastructural projects, such as the construction of roads, railroads and bridges, as well as education, power generation and telecommunications projects, and tax-free trade routes (Milani 2006; CFC 2013) . Further, these investments are predominantly made in the Herat region, which is currently the most stable and prosperous region in Afghanistan (Milani 2006) ; the city of Herat is expected to blossom (EastWest 2011). There is also a considerable amount of trade between Iran and Afghanistan. It is estimated that between "100 to 400 trucks" and "at least 500 cars" cross Iranian-Afghan borders daily (ibid.). These figures show a high interdependency between Iran and Afghanistan, as reflected in the words of Iranian President Muhammad Khatami, "Today, the Afghan nation has a government that is based on its own will… the stability and security of Afghanistan is the same as our own security and stability" (Radio Afghanistan, August 13 2002).
Afghanistan and Turkmenistan have a similar meaningful socio-economic interdependence (Badykova 2005) . In addition to its historical and cultural commonalities, Turkmenistan exports electricity to Afghanistan, which supplies a significant amount of Herat's electricity demand (Badykova 2005) . Among many economic projects taking place between Afghanistan and Turkmenistan is a gas transfer project known as the Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India Pipeline (TAPI), which is extremely beneficial to both countries (Rejepova 2013 ).
3
The Harirud River would have historically been a natural geographical mediator, uniting the various and divided cultures with many commonalities. By looking at the historical, political and economic interactions and differences among the HRB riparian states, the basin can be characterized by asymmetric and interdependent socio-economic factors within a complex geopolitical environment. The normative common interests, identities and commonalities among the riparian states offer significant potential to overcome geopolitical challenges.
Institutional history of transboundary water interaction in the basin
Regarding the formal existing legal arrangements among the riparian states for utilization of the HRB's water, it should be noted that there is no formal agreement in which all states are involved; there is only an agreement between Iran and Turkmenistan, not Afghanistan. 9 (Peterson 2013 ). The message that there is "no need for negotiation concerning the HRB" from the Afghan side continued up until recently, prompting Iranian President Hassan Rouhani to express his concern that "Iran could not be silent about the environment of the region and negative impacts emerging from dam development in Afghanistan" (Hamshahri online news, July 4 2017). Meanwhile, there was a round of negotiations between Iran and Afghanistan (but not Turkmenistan), regarding a Comprehensive Strategic Partnership on different issues, importantly including security and water; these negotiation were held in June and October 2017 in Tehran and Kabul, respectively (ibid.). However, commentators have not yet discerned any positive signals from media reports indicating that meaningful progress has been made in the HRB water negotiations.
When considering the riparians' behavior and discourses with respect to transboundary water interactions, it seems that Afghanistan's leadership believes they lost development opportunities during the Soviet occupation and civil war. They accordingly consider this war-imposed, asymmetric hydraulic and socio-economic situation as an unbalanced power condition in comparison with Iran and Turkmenistan and are afraid of its negative impacts on the negotiation process. In one sense, the Afghan leadership sees little choice but to focus on realist policies during the post-conflict period, with the understanding that these could at least compensate for lost opportunities and delays while helping them to strengthen their negotiating position. Moreover, some Afghans appear to reason that negotiations may delay their current development projects; thus, they prefer to postpone the negotiations until at least after the completion of their own water control projects. This opinion is shared by Afghan official Mr. Ziaye, 10 who remarked, "Maybe [Iran and Turkmenistan] need to talk with us, but we don't see any need to talk with them, to negotiate about water. Right now, no" (Peterson 2013 ). Iran and Turkmenistan, however, have assumed a functionalist stance, believing that depoliticizing water issues can meet their interests in the face of complex geopolitical variables. Thus, although they have unilaterally developed infrastructure, Iran and Turkmenistan see urgent cooperation with Afghanistan firstly as a way to diminish the political sensitivity of the basin and secondly to maintain the status quo. In the next section, we will consider how the geopolitical nature of the basin influences the interpretation and behavior of the HRB riparian states. Figure 2 shows the main events of transboundary water interactions in the HRB. 
Geopolitics underlying water development in Afghanistan: the shadow of the Great Game over water
Afghanistan is one of the most geopolitically important areas in the world (Hopkirk 1994; Smith 1996; Tanner and Todd 2002; Kleveman 2003) . It has been invaded by almost every empire and superpower on earth, from Alexander the Great's Greeks to the British during the Anglo-Afghan Wars of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the Russian Empires (1979 Empires ( -1989 to, more recently, the United States of America in 2001 (Kleveman 2003; Meyer and Brysac 2009; Stewart 2012 ).
In the nineteenth century, Afghanistan was sandwiched between two empires (Russia and Britain), who each claimed to be a friend (Kleveman 2003; Stewart 2012) ; this situation resulted in the Great Game, which is a term referring to the strategic rivalry and conflict between the Russian and British empires in the nineteenth century as they sought geopolitical mastery of Afghanistan (Smith 1996; Kleveman 2003; Hopkirk 1994 ). Intending to make Afghanistan a buffer state to serve their own security interests, each of the empires pursued control of Afghanistan via territorial control, by dominating the natives and building a tribal belt between them (Cullather 2002a) .
During the twentieth century, the Great Game was effectively ongoing by way of the competition between various Western powers, Russia, and China, for further political influence in Central Asia and Afghanistan in particular, giving rise to the New Great Game. The stakes were such that, according to Rudyard Kipling, "It [the Great Game] will end when everyone is dead" (Penzev 2010 ). Many authors and analysts recognize this new game as a competition to control natural resources (e.g. pipelines, tanker routes, petroleum, water and contracts) rather than the social control sought in the nineteenth century (Smith 1996; Edwards 2003; Meyer and Brysac 2009) .
As a result of the recent decades of war and conflict shaped by the twentieth century's New Great Game, Afghanistan came to be known as an "economic Korea," divided between the Soviet Union and the US (Cullather 2002a) . Afghanistan again became a buffer state between superpowers. Now, in the name of modernization, these superpowers have applied various economic approaches, ranging from communist to capitalist in nature, to protect their own security interests (Cullather 2002a ). This has resulted in a competition for development; as Arthur Schlesinger contended, "Dams were the American alternatives to Communist land reform" (Cullather 2002a, b) . In the 1950s and 1960s, the US made Afghanistan a showcase of modernization and development, which was part of a larger nation-building 11 project requiring the reconstruction of the post-colonial world (Cullather 2002a, b) . According to Cullather (2002a) , the British and Russian approach to controlling Afghanistan in the nineteenth century focused on ethnographic borders. The US and Soviet Union, contrastingly, emphasized the importance of hydrological borders in this new game that is, the drive toward controlling water as a way of redefining political conflicts in Afghanistan and thereby ruling the population.
12 To this end, the Helmand and Arghandab Valley Authority (HAVA) 13 was regarded by the U.S. government as a means to "create a secure political base [against the US's rival, the Soviet Union]". For their part, the Soviet Union constructed the Jalalabad Dam and a canal on the Amu Darya tributaries in Afghanistan (Cullather 2002a) .
This competition for development projects attracted other players, including the Chinese and West Germany governments, making Afghanistan the recipient of one of the highest levels of development aid per capita in the world at the time. The U.S. News and World Report described a "strange kind of cold war" in Afghanistan that was being "fought with money and technicians, instead of spies and bombs" (Cullather 2002a: 26) . The New Great Game was perpetuated by the invasion of the Soviet Union in 1979 to support the Afghan communist government against the Mujahideen, who were backed by the US. Later, following a civil war, a US and European coalition invaded Afghanistan in October 2001 in response to the September 11, 2001 attacks on the US (Tanner and Todd 2002; Edwards 2003) .
It has become conventional thinking that resource control is the essential part of the New Great Game's goal to preserve the superpowers' current security (Edwards 2003; Meyer and Brysac 2009) . The idea of Afghanistan serving as a battlefield for hegemonic rivalry persists, as attested by former Afghan President Hamid Karzai's belief that the US and Western allies launched the war in Afghanistan for their own interests. "Afghans died in a war that's not ours," said Karzai in an interview with the Washington Post on March 3 (2014), in which he asserted that the 12-year-long war was "for the US security and for the Western interest".
The Great Game formed the context of a New World Order that presents Afghanistan as an international issue, and regional countries also became enmeshed in competition over "influence, power, hegemony and profits" (Economist, March 22 2007). Pakistan, India, Iran, Turkey and Saudi Arabia have tried to join the game in an attempt to safeguard themselves and resist the existing superpowers in Afghanistan (Kleveman 2003; Economist, March 22 2007) . Competition between India and Pakistan is predominant in Afghanistan (Pant 2010) . Emulating the political approach of the superpowers, India and Pakistan are playing out their rivalries in Afghanistan using the same approach of financial investment in development (Pant 2010) 
Water within the Great Game: for development or geopolitical interests?
The story of the Great Game informs our study of how the politics of dam development in the HRB influences transboundary interactions from a geopolitical point of view and questions the role of water in the basin: Is water used for economic development or rather to serve the geopolitical interests of its owners? Examining the institutional history of the negotiations in the HRB, as well as the political history of Afghanistan, these types of questions led us to raise a few key points, as discussed below.
First, could it be that the (super)powers were insincere about the development ambitions they publicly promoted in Afghanistan? Should large dam development merely be considered a child of colonialism? Water development has often been a stratagem to secure geopolitical interests and control regional political powers in this remote area (Cullather 2002a; Molle et al. 2009 ). In this regard, water projects, and particularly dams, might instead be used by external (super)powers as a tempting proposition in the post-colonial period to strengthen the political influence of the dam's proposers in Afghanistan.
Second, could it be that the development of dams, in particular, that has been offered by rival powers has been seen as the only way for the Afghan government to at least stay in power and stabilize the nation within the midst of the (New) Great Game? This approach has been much more integrated in the new Afghan government's policies since Chief Executive Abdullah Abdullah observed at the High-Level Water Conference in Tajikistan on June 9, 2015, Water is no longer just a natural resource… but it is increasingly becoming a strategic resource. We want to use our geography, resource capacity, and regional as well as international obligations to maximize usage of water …We have made significant strides in order to catch up with national development. (TN, June 9 2015b) Lastly, Afghanistan's absolute water sovereignty stance on controlling water in its territory could increase its geopolitical value and strengthen its negotiating position against, in this case, Iran and Turkmenistan in the HRB. Thus, Afghanistan's goal of developing water infrastructure serves not only economic purposes but is also politically beneficial at the regional and international levels. This is clearly expressed in what the Afghan Minister of Energy and Water, Mr. Ali Ahmad Osmani, said on December 3, 2015, "The message from the completion of Salma dam is not limited to [the fact] that we can generate electricity and irrigates our lands, rather it has a greater message…the Harirud water is under Afghanistan's control now" (Payam Aftab, December 3 2015) .
The above-mentioned points illustrate that water resources, and accordingly transboundary water interaction, are reciprocally affected by the geopolitical priorities of the superpowers as well as those of other regional players. Therefore, the construction of the Salma Dam should rather be seen through the political interests of outside players (like India and Pakistan).
In this regard, on the one hand, the Salma Dam is highly important to the new Afghan government for the country's growing water demand, economic development and poverty alleviation. In addition, Salma Dam could improve Afghanistan's current geopolitical position with regard to the downstream countries.
On the other hand, within the (New) Great Game, the downstream countries, particularly Iran, are concerned about the presence of Western troops in Afghanistan 14 and their support of the projects; these countries consider this situation a threat to their territorial integrity, national security and the survival of the state. Thus, even though Iran and Turkmenistan may support dam development in Afghanistan, in general, based on their relatively friendly and interdependent relationships (see, for instance, IRNA News, December 9 2015), these countries have real concerns about the link between outside powers and the dams or water resources being used as geopolitical tools. It could be argued that the current strategies of outside superpowers in Afghanistan erode the socio-economic interdependencies and common social norms and institutions in the basin by hampering the opportunity for cooperation among the riparian states. This line of thought requires further research.
Key parties' discourses: positions and interests
Since both Iran and Turkmenistan are highly dependent on external waters (from Afghanistan) for their domestic and agricultural use, Iranian and Turkmen officials see the Harirud River as a matter of human security 15 (Sinaee 2012; Tabnak News, October 28 2013; Shargh Daily News, October 28, 2013) . The fear caused by the operation of the Salma Dam and its contribution to diminishing downstream water resources has prompted several extensive debates in the public media, under such titles as "Afghans dry up Mashhad," "Insecurity Springs From Afghan Dam Projects" and "Why a dam in Afghanistan might set back peace" (Tabnak News, October 28 2013; Radio Liberty, March 22 2013; Peterson 2013) . This concern may result from the lack of transparent negotiation between the riparian states and the region's complex political nature that is being influenced by multiple external powers and the instability of Afghanistan. In addition, both Iran and Turkmenistan emphasize their "current and historical right" to the water, citing the existing agreement on water utilization (which resulted in the construction of the Doosti Dam) and clearly underlining the principles of "human security," "Equitable and Reasonable Utilization" and "No Significant Harm" (Tabnak News, October 28 2013; Shargh Daily News,October 28 2013) . It seems that Iran is also afraid that dams will be used as geopolitical tools, thus endangering its national security.
From the Afghan perspective, after a long period of conflict, water resources have become the main strategic resource for development in the country's policies and, in turn, water development is one of the foremost security issues for Afghanistan, particularly due to its vulnerable political atmosphere. The water itself is seen as holy property, equivalent to territorial property. As the former Afghan diplomat, Mahmoud Seighal, has commented, "The water has been a holy subject in its highest level, particularly when we are talking about transboundary waters" (TN, August 26 2013).
Afghanistan's main points in discourse are, first, that Afghanistan is the main source of the HRB water resources. Second, Afghanistan has not utilized all of its water resources. Third, since agriculture is the main priority in Afghanistan's national development, they need the water resources to develop their agricultural sectors. Fourth, since Afghanistan is suffering from high political instability, poverty and unemployment, its water resources are supposed to significantly contribute to providing economic prosperity and security.
Emphasizing the right to development and the significant role of the Harirud River in the economic growth of Herat province to alleviate poverty, Afghanistan's official discourse has been built on the "absolute territorial sovereignty" doctrine, whereby the "state is free to dispose, within its territory, of the waters of an international river in any manner it deems fit" (Salman 2007) . In this respect, the term "support" has been used to rationalize the presence of several external actors in Afghanistan, all playing roles within the Great Game. Despite the complicated reasons behind the external actors' activities, the main discursive strands derive from the idea that Afghanistan needs to be politically stable, and, therefore, that it needs introduce development policies to stabilize its currently uncertain situation. Resultantly, external actors consider water to be at the heart of development projects (Cullather 2002a, b; Edwards 2003; Meyer and Brysac 2009) .
However, the motives of these external actors remain doubtful, as their support of water development could be one of their strategies to politically influence Afghanistan for their own geopolitical goals (Economist, March 22 2007) . For instance, the 2017 U.S. Global Water Strategy focuses on water as the core of U.S. foreign policy agenda in Afghanistan, to the end of protecting "US national interests" (U.S. Government Global Water Strategy 2017). Considering the complex nature of the (New) Great Game, it could also be argued that outside-basin powers secure their own interests with "beautiful" discourses, under which they gather support for development and stability. This kind of strategic foreign policy (which gives preference to protecting foreign interests) destroys constructive cooperation with regard to transboundary waters (Cascão et al. 2018 ) and, indeed, damages the socio-economic, multi-level, interdependent norms of the riparian states. Thus, we suggest that this kind of water securitization for specific interests in Afghanistan, which is associated with the mostly destructive role of outside-basin powers and is largely influenced by the nature of the Great Game, must be changed in order to promote the peace-building process in Afghanistan.
Conclusion
Various narratives have attempted to explain the nature of hydropolitical relationships, which Warner (2012: 173) describes as shedding "different lights on the same phenomenon". From this point of view, we reviewed the general debates around the dichotomy of the realist approach and functionalism within water resources management. We then presented the nexus of geopolitics and dam development. This study avoids the limitations of depoliticization and securitization. Within a critical hydropolitical analysis, this paper has shown how historical issues and the politics of the past, when intermixed with the geopolitical complex of the Great Game, could influence the transboundary water interactions and hydropolitical dynamics of an international river basin. This confirms that policies focusing solely on a functionalist approach, even if appropriate for peace-building, could not be satisfactorily applied as the conditions for using such an approach in the HRB are not yet fully in place.
Recognizing the shift in the external powers' strategies for ruling Afghanistan, from controlling tribes to controlling water resources, this study explored the evolving patterns of the hydropolitical dynamics of HRB. This paper found that, first, the realist view of the Afghan governments emerged from a lengthy geopolitical history of war, imposed by the operations of the Great Game, and sustained oppression. Second, within the Great Game, the behavior and political views of the external superpowers concerning water development in Afghanistan have highly politicized water in-line with their own geopolitical interests and have negatively effaced the rooted interdependent norms of the HRB riparian states. Therefore, grounded on a normative understanding of common interests, the nature of the Great Game will need to be changed and outside interventions will need to respect all riparian states' rights to water. We suggest that the basin has a strong capacity to create regional ties between the riparian states and to introduce the idea of benefit-sharing, which are founded on interdependent socioeconomic and cultural commonalities. This proposal, of course, needs further investigation.
In the quest to (re)conceptualize water development in the basin, this paper found that the control and capture of water resources is exercised not only for economic development in the HRB but also for domestic and international political reasons in light of the geopolitical circumstances. In fact, this study explained how water and water infrastructure have been a geopolitical tool for negotiations in addition to its socio-economic value in the basin. In the absence of a trilateral agreement, Afghanistan and Iran-Turkmenistan have sought to unilaterally establish their rights and to control the rules of the game by changing the existing asymmetric power relations.
Iran and Turkmenistan are struggling to jointly exercise their control over the Harirud River and maintain the status quo in their favor through functionalist policies that seek to diminish politicized water issues in the basin, while they have also unilaterally developed a hydraulic mission. In contrast, Afghanistan, with its advantage of geographical location along with the support of foreign powers, is planning to resist the current status quo, enhancing its relational power by unilaterally controlling the headwaters. However, it seems that the assertions made by downstream countries about upstream dam development are, in fact, more rooted in their concerns about the complex geopolitical conditions in Afghanistan. If dam development in Afghanistan could bring stability, which is a regional common good, they are likely to support dam development as it would help sustain their interdependent relationships. Nevertheless, the existing nature of the Great Game does not allow the parties to reach common ground. A better balance seems necessary to bring the feuding parties to the negotiation table.
This study proposes avenues for the further examination of the multi-layered political nature of the Harirud River and the public narratives and discourses that are essential to regional peace-building mechanisms and mutual water cooperation in the basin. While we examined the actors' discourses, further research should also explore how outside-basin powers create narratives about transboundary water interactions in the HRB in their own favor in order to control the geopolitical nature of the basin.
